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Open access is to contemporary scholarly publishing what the printing press was to the closed 
Latinate cultures of manuscript economies. In the same way that Johannes Gutenberg’s 
adaptation of the winepress ushered in the era of print culture and mass literacy, so too 
networked technologies have proletarianized the production and publication of cultural and 
scholarly endeavour.  
 
To extend the analogy further, John Willinsky’s book, The Access Principle: The Case for 
Open Access to Research and Scholarship, is in some ways a modern day counterpart of the 95 
Theses that Luther posted on the church door of Wittenberg castle with unforeseen and far 
reaching consequences. The basis for this claim is that both theses are ground-breaking and 
comprise sets of normative principles with the express aim of liberating knowledge from the 
hold of powerful mediating institutions: the first religious, the second economic.  
 
Given his cultural heritage Willinsky may well wince at the analogy but my purpose is to 
illustrate the extent of the shift occurring presently in the field of scholarly communication, and 
this is, after all, one of the first monographs to address the open access movement 
comprehensively in book format. Numerous erudite blogs, technical reports, e-journals and 
online newsletters (e.g., SPARC Open Access Newsletter) distribute state-of-the-art 
information on developments in this emerging field but, at the time of writing, I was aware of 
only three other print publications. These were Charles Bailey’s Open Access Bibliography 
(2005); an edited volume by Esanu and Uhlir (2004) collating the proceedings of an 
international symposium on open access specifically for science; and an edited collection by 
Jacobs (2006) exploring the issue from a technical and economic perspective.  
 
Different from the instrumentalist approaches of these latter titles, The Access Principle makes 
an important contribution to the literature through its social, theoretical, and philosophical 
framework.  
 
John Willinsky is Pacific Press Professor of Literacy and Technology and Distinguished 
University Scholar in the Faculty of Education at the University of British Columbia. This latest 
work builds on his longstanding interest in the politics of language, literature, education, and 
knowledge. Earlier titles such as Empire of Words: The Reign of the OED (1994), Technologies 
of Knowing: A Proposal for the Human Sciences (1999), and If Only We Knew: Increasing the 
Public Value of Social Science Research (2000) indicate the direction his research would take. 
They demonstrate an evolving interest in the power and importance of the written word, and 
particularly, of research and scholarship. Willinsky is recognized also for the Public Knowledge 
Project, a collaborative venture established in 1998 by the University of British Columbia, 
Simon Fraser University, and the Canadian government. This public access initiative has 
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developed, inter alia, free open source software for managing, publishing, and indexing 
journals and conferences.  
 
The case made for open access in academic publishing is structured in thirteen chapters. Each 
chapter title is a single-word signifying a standard or tenet for supporting and sustaining 
openness. These are Opening (chapter 1), Access (chapter 2), Copyright (chapter 3), 
Associations (chapter 4), Economics (chapter 5), Cooperative (chapter 6), Development 
(chapter 7), Public (chapter 8), Politics (chapter 9), Rights (chapter 10), Reading (chapter 11), 
Indexing (chapter 12), and History (chapter 13).  
 
Combined, the chapters historicize present trends by arguing that recent debates over the nature 
of public knowledge, the (il)legalities of creative use rights laws (i.e., ‘intellectual property’ 
regimes), and the rising cost of journal subscriptions are the latest chapter in an ongoing story 
of conflict over the right to knowledge. It is noteworthy that this primeval question of 
entitlement to knowledge is the issue underpinning many of the great mythico-religious 
narratives. Some readers, for example, will know the biblical story of ‘the tree of knowledge of 
good and evil,’ and the limits and sanctions placed on accessing that particular body of 
knowledge. In a similar vein, Willinsky’s account draws liberally from the historiography of 
libraries, using grand moments of bibliographic history to argue and illustrate his case. Some of 
these high points include the fabled bibliographic collection of Alexandria, the great mosque 
library of al-Azhar in Cairo, and the ubiquitous small-town public library of nineteenth-century 
North America. 
 
By way of a definition, the access principle for Willinsky entails ‘a commitment to the value 
and quality of research [which] carries with it a responsibility to extend the circulation of this 
work as far as possible, and ideally to all who are interested in it and all who might profit by it’ 
(p. 5).  
 
The first chapter, Opening, situates the question of access to information within broader public 
debates about what constitutes the public realm and what is a public or private good in the 
present neoliberal historical moment. The outcomes of these thorny issues being contested in 
policy and political forums at national and transnational governance levels have implications 
for the citizenries of democracies worldwide. Contrary to much of the literature however, 
Willinsky argues that, in this case, the interests of the individual — what he terms ‘vanity or 
ego economics’ — and that of the public domain converge, and he calls on researchers, editors, 
and scholarly associations to contribute to a new order of openness by making their work more 
accessible.  
 
The chapter, Access, explores the paradox of declining public admission to research in this, the 
so-called ‘information age.’ Chapter 3 grounds discussion of that paradox in an analysis of 
increasingly heavy-handed copyright laws that impact negatively on cultural and educational 
endeavour (see Policy Futures in Education, 4(4)). The strength of Willinsky’s analysis is his 
ability to move deftly across cultures, continents, time periods, and disciplines.  
 
He seems equally at ease discussing Kantian philosophy as he is the politics of ‘reading Lolita 
in Tehran,’ the Public Library of Science’s (PLoS) Biology archive, or the role of John Newton 
in shaping the first official scholarly journal, Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society. 
This wide-ranging interdisciplinarity is a product of Willinsky’s abiding belief in the right to 
knowledge and the public’s right to know in the face of the recent destabilization of the 
historical balance between authors, editors, and publishers. Willinsky is justified in turning 
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access into something of a mantra considering that the presumption of access to public 
knowledge has been rendered vulnerable.  
 
The longstanding principle of academic freedom through the convention of ‘teacher exception’ 
and ‘academic exception’ can no longer be taken for granted, and it is to Willinsky’s credit that 
he advocates for non-profit professional associations (chapter 4) and cooperatives (chapter 6) to 
participate in this new economics of text distribution (chapter 5). The library profession is a 
crucial player in this vision. Librarians traditionally have been custodians and archivists of 
cultural resources but the ascendance of digital content has transformed the print paradigm and 
reconfigured the political economy of library services. This unraveling has necessitated a 
rethinking of the forms, functions, and powers of intermediary institutions such as 
technologized libr@ries in the production, preservation, and dissemination of knowledges (see 
Kapitzke & Bruce, 2006).  
 
Questions of where and how authors and publishers stand in relation to users and texts are 
socially and historically contingent. Differing permutations of these value-laden regulatory 
textual practices are taken up in discussion of the public dimension (chapter 8), the politics of 
publishing (chapter 9), the assertion of knowledge as a human right (chapter 10), and the 
possibilities for reading practices (chapter 11) within a context of openness.  
 
A key question canvassed across these chapters is whether the normative rules of symbolic 
exchange around scholarly work are reasonable and whether they can be done differently. 
Associated with this is the issue of how these rules make possible who profits materially and 
symbolically, and who does not. The chapter, Development, for example, examines global 
injustices that have been perpetrated through the appropriation and exploitation of knowledge.  
 
In large part, this analysis is an attempt to reinterpret and rethink the rules of engagement for 
the archive. This term is used some 194 times in Willinsky’s text, where it has the conventional 
meaning of a repository or collection of records or documents. By contrast, I use it here in the 
Foucauldian sense as a means of theorizing the logic of Willinsky’s thesis. Archive, then, 
denotes not the ‘library of all libraries, outside time and place’ (Foucault, 1972, p. 129) but the 
indiscernible regularities and laws embedded in everyday practice, enabling and constraining 
what may or may not be spoken and enacted through discourse. Willinsky is in the business of 
problematizing established discursive practice by calling upon policy makers, librarians, 
researchers, and the reader to revolutionize print systems of indexing, reading and publishing. 
His objective is to create the conditions of possibility for a model of textual authorization and 
distribution (i.e., of symbolic exchange) that is more sustainable than current practices of 
scholarly communication because it is less exploitative.  
 
In reality, it is an attempt to formulate a different epistemology and ethics of publishing. The 
term ethics is used only twice: in the title of a reference and in discussion of AIDS activism. 
Nonetheless, through appeals to the lay and academic reader alike, much of the analysis implies 
a new moral practice of fairness through intellectual openness. With this goal in mind, the call 
is made for a core set of research libraries to be involved in the hosting, indexing (chapter 12) 
and archiving of academic literature. Scholarly associations and related bodies would contribute 
to this new economy by overseeing ‘the management of peer review, editing, and layout, 
wherein lies their expertise and experience’ (p. 92).  
 
The complexities of open access are acknowledged nonetheless by rejecting the perception that 
journals are either ‘open’ or they are not: that there is a choice of only the free market or the gift 
economy. Tangible evidence of diversity in practice is provided through an account of ten 
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hybrid modes of openness, each with examples of existing scholarly journals and portals and 
their respective economic models (see Appendix A, p. 211- 216).  
 
Willinsky’s writing position is overtly normative and committed to a redistributive agenda of 
social and economic justice. Yet, in my view, lapses of criticality detract from the book’s 
political integrity. Take, for instance, the discussion of MIT’s OpenCourseWare Project in 
which Willinsky applauds MIT’s claims to ‘serve the nation and the world.’ Regardless of what 
MIT’s stated intentions are, its curricula and pedagogical practices, in the main, embody 
centre/periphery approaches to educational provision. Is it not possible, for example, for the 
OCW Project to post an occasional course from the African or Asian continents? Wouldn’t this 
small gesture of practical reciprocity demonstrate real openness and be a means of broadening 
the educational and cultural horizons of US citizens? This kind of exchange of educational 
content would also enable American citizens of non-Anglo heritage to maintain connections to 
family and community customs and traditions. As it currently stands, the OpenCourseWare 
Project constitutes a form of ‘symbolic violence’ and neocolonization perpetrated upon 
developing countries who continue to be constructed as the deprived ‘other’ in need of western 
enlightenment. That Willinsky does not flag this possibility, especially in light of his earlier 
work on education as cultural imperialism (see Willinsky, 1998), is an oversight in this 
otherwise theoretically coherent text.  
 
There is one other minor weakness: the lack of a concluding chapter. Whilst I found the last 
chapter on history a fascinating read, it ended abruptly and left me wanting more. For example, 
some directions for future research collaborations would have been useful. The field is ripe for 
empirical investigation, and Willinsky’s wealth of knowledge could have been tapped into and 
shared with others who, like me, are relatively new to the field.  
 
These comments are not meant to detract from the originality and significance of this important 
work. The book outlines both a convincing argument and a positive working agenda for those 
wanting to advance the open access movement. It thereby lays the groundwork for ongoing 
conceptual, methodological, and technological analysis and dialogue. This is just the kind of 
impeccable but highly readable scholarship that should be read by all and sundry, as advocated 
by Willinsky.  
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